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Benchmarking Introductory Accounting Curricula: Experience from 
Australia 
 
Abstract 
Within the context of debate about the state of accounting education in general, introductory 
accounting subjects have been the target of considerable criticism, particularly in terms of narrow 
content, technical focus, use of transmissive models of teaching, and inattention to the 
development of students‟ generic skills. This paper reports on the results of an exploratory study 
of these issues in introductory accounting and which involved the review of subject outlines and 
prescribed textbooks, and the conduct of a cross-sectional survey of the introductory accounting 
teaching coordinators in Australian universities (n=21). The primary aims of the study were to 
establish and apply benchmarks in evaluating existing curricula with respect to subject 
orientation, learning objectives, topics, teaching delivery, learning strategies, and assessment. 
The results of our study suggest that traditional approaches to subject content and delivery 
continue to dominate, with limited indicators of innovations to enhance the diversity and quality 
of learning experiences and learning outcomes.  
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1. Introduction 
Over the last few decades considerable change has occurred in the business landscape and in the 
expanding nature and role of the accounting profession, leading to accounting education being at 
a crossroads (AAA, 1986; Arthur Andersen and Co., et al., 1989; AECC, 1990; Patten and 
Williams, 1990; Sundem and Williams, 1992; Williams, 1993; Nelson et al., 1998; Albrecht and 
Sack, 2000). While the roles of accountants are evolving, the profiles and characteristics of 
students entering universities, as well as those undertaking introductory accounting subjects,
1
 are 
also rapidly changing. As a result, it has been suggested that content, teaching delivery and 
instructional style needs to be recast to better cater for the needs of increasingly diverse student 
cohorts in terms of age, experience, ability, socio-economic status and cultural background, 
together with the large proportion of international students studying at many institutions (see 
Biggs, 2003; Rankin et al., 2003; Hartnett et al., 2004). However, despite such changes, the 
process of accounting education is perceived as essentially stagnant (Albrecht and Sack, 2000; 
Cooper et al., 2005; Diamond, 2005; Ravenscroft and Williams, 2005), producing a mismatch 
between the objectives, process and outcomes of accounting education, and the reality of the 
discipline and of the society in which practitioners work.  
It has been widely argued that accounting education is deficient in equipping students 
with the requisite set of generic competencies (AICPA, 1998; Mohamed and Lashine, 2003), and 
that models of teaching are too conventional, based merely on knowledge transmission 
(Williams, 1993; Saunders and Christopher, 2003) and heavy reliance on a largely homogeneous 
set of textbooks (Williams, 1993; Sullivan and Benke, 1997; Ferguson et al., 2005; Phillips and 
Phillips, 2007). Furthermore, traditional content is often narrowly focused and overly concerned 
with the technicalities of the double entry system, emphasising memorisation of accounting 
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pronouncements and procedures; a technical preparer‟s perspective which may provide an 
inaccurate and incomplete picture of today‟s environment (Adler, 1999). In consequence, 
students can develop distorted views and negative perceptions based on their experiences in the 
introductory accounting subject (Pincus, 1997a, b; Herring, 2003) if they receive an „image of 
accounting as number crunchers and boring‟ (Southwell et al., 2006, p. 10). The end result is that 
students may be discouraged from majoring in accounting, and many that are attracted to the field 
might not be well suited to the demands of the field (Cohen and Hanno, 1993; Adams et al., 
1994). Poor student learning experiences in the first accounting subject have the potential to 
adversely affect the number of accounting majors and graduates, with flow-through effects on the 
supply of qualified accountants and the sustainability of the profession. This is a particular 
concern in Australia given that the demand for accountants continues to far outstrip supply 
(Robert Half Finance & Accounting, 2005; Southwell et al., 2006).  
These developments in the business environment, university sector, and priorities in 
accounting education provided the architecture for deriving the benchmarks applied in our study. 
The benchmarks were used in assessing introductory accounting subjects in reference to the 
relevance of subject content and content orientation, learning objectives, teaching delivery 
methods and strategies, and assessment regimes. Data from subject outlines, prescribed textbooks 
and a survey questionnaire of introductory accounting educators were analysed for these aspects 
of the introductory subject forming part of accounting degrees accredited by the major 
professional bodies in Australia. The study examined whether universities have addressed calls 
for accounting education change, consistent with constructivist learning theory and the associated 
principles of constructive alignment (Biggs, 1996, 2003), and provided the scope for making 
some recommendations about curriculum development and pedagogy in introductory accounting.  
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The next section of this paper provides a discussion of the literature in accounting 
education relevant to establishing benchmarks for introductory accounting. The research methods 
are then outlined, followed by the presentation and discussion of the research results. The final 
section of the paper summarises the implications of the results and provides directions for 
furthering the accounting education change agenda. 
 
2. Changing environments  
As the business environment has become increasingly dynamic and complex, the role of 
accounting and the skills and knowledge required of practicing accountants have also changed 
(Mohamed and Lashine, 2003; Robson et al., 2003). In particular, technological advancements 
have reduced the routine bookkeeping aspects of accounting work, enabling the production of a 
wider variety of financial and non-financial information and the provision of a range of business 
and management services (Sundem, 1994; Roush and Smith, 1997; Heffes, 2001), such that 
„accountants increasingly serve as business advisers instead of mere record keepers‟ (Sundem, 
1994, p. 39). The implications of changes in business and accounting work must be recognised in 
both the content and delivery of accounting education programs, otherwise students may receive 
a distorted view of accounting that can discourage them from pursuing a career in the profession. 
It is essential to improve the contemporary relevance of accounting education by placing greater 
emphasis on core generic business skills and understanding of the user perspective of accounting 
information as an input to economic decision making, rather than merely on record keeping 
procedures and the technical outputs of accounting systems.  
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General concerns about accounting education 
Against the backdrop of rapid developments in the business world, as well as the 
dynamics of the higher education sector, are increasing calls for change in accounting education. 
Internationally, university accounting programs have been criticised for being „rule-based and 
demanding rote memorisation; with students being trained rather than educated‟ (Carr and 
Mathews, 2004, p. 93), and as a result of perceived deficiencies, a number of organisations and 
academics have spearheaded the movement for accounting education improvement. Historically, 
influential studies have included those of the Bedford Committee (AAA, 1986), the international 
accounting firms‟ Perspectives on Education (Arthur Andersen and Co. et al., 1989), the AECC 
project (1900, 1992), and the report from Albrecht and Sack (2000). Similar reviews designed to 
introduce change in accounting education were also conducted in Australia and New Zealand (see 
Mathews Committee, 1990; Lothian and Marrian, 1992).  
Since the Albrecht and Sack (2000) report on the perilous state of accounting education in 
the United States, there has been renewed concern regarding the seemingly unchanged 
curriculum in the post-Enron era. Attempts to address shortcomings have not achieved significant 
change and accounting education continues to be „constrained within narrowly defined, but 
misconceived, disciplinary boundaries, focusing on the techniques and skills of accounting 
practice‟ (Boyce, 2004, p. 565). Authors and researchers (Ravenscroft and Williams, 2004; 
Cooper et al., 2005; Diamond, 2005; Ferguson et al., 2006, 2007) have criticised the limited 
response by academics to accounting scandal and advocate broadening the base of accounting 
education to address the economic, social, cultural and political roles of accounting. Specifically, 
Ravenscroft and Williams (2004, p. 8) argue that:  
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there are currently serious omissions from the accounting curriculum that need to be rectified, and that 
accounting students are mis-educated in certain critical areas. In these areas the tendency is to inculcate 
students with a convenient mythology rather than to educate. The authors believe it is critical for accounting 
educators to de-mythologize the accounting curriculum. 
 
Similar concern has also been voiced by educators and researchers in Australia (see for example, 
Boyce, 2004; Saravanamuthu, 2004). In particular, Parker (2005, p. 388) concluded that „recent 
[accounting] scandals and regulatory responses had made very little impact on the content of the 
accounting curricula in Australian and New Zealand universities‟. The „undisturbed curriculum‟ 
continues to be accounting/audit standards and compliance-driven, with ethics and social 
responsibility being comparatively neglected (Parker, 2005). The traditional approach to 
accounting education presents an unrealistic view of accounting within an advancing business 
environment. To address this mismatch, and achieve greater alignment between accounting 
education and directions in accounting practice, requires stronger emphasis on the user 
perspective of accounting in terms of subject content, improvements in the process and delivery 
of accounting education, and more attention to the development of a broader set of generic skills.  
Many educators argue that the technical and procedural orientation of accounting courses 
leads to passive teaching techniques which focus on the transference of a body of knowledge 
(Sharma 1997, 1998; Bonner, 1999; Boyce et al., 2001; Saunders and Christopher, 2003; Lucas 
and Mladenovic, 2004; English et al., 2004). Transmissive or traditional models of teaching are 
characterised by one-way communication (Williams, 1993), textbook-based, lecture methods 
(May et al., 1995), and emphasis on conveying specialist content and having rote-learned 
information regurgitated in final examinations (Adler and Milne, 1997c). Williams (1993) 
described the heavy reliance on textbooks and textbook problems in teaching as the „one right 
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answer syndrome‟ (also see Springer and Borthick, 2007). While some educators propose using 
textbooks as resources rather than as drivers of the curriculum (Albrecht et al., 1994), May et al. 
(1995) reported that only about 45% of the accounting faculty surveyed supported abandonment 
of the textbook-laden, precepts-based approach as the primary means of instruction. Recent study 
has shown that higher education institutions still rely extensively on textbooks as instructional 
tools (McFall, 2005). 
In contrast to transmissive approaches to teaching, an active learning model encourages 
students to engage, participate, and interact in the learning process (Adler and Milne, 1997a; 
Keddie and Trotter, 1998; Still and Clayton, 2004). Adopting an active learning approach 
requires innovation in teaching and assessment and the development of a pedagogy that is 
learner-centered and promotes knowledge transformation and reflectivity (Bisman, 2005). The 
literature on accounting education change, in promoting an active, student-centered model, is 
grounded in the constructivist paradigm of learning. Constructivism focuses on the activities of 
the learner in socially constructing ideas, knowledge and understanding, and on the mediating 
role of the educator as a facilitator of students‟ learning (see Steffe and Gale, 1995; Larochelle et 
al., 1998; Fosnot, 2005). In terms of educational reform based on constructivist learning theory, 
subject matter and assessment should be challenging, authentic, promote the use of metacognitive 
skills, and address both learning processes and learning outcomes (Shepard, 2000, p. 8). This 
learning theory is in contrast to notions of passive knowledge transference typical of the more 
traditional direct instruction model. Allied to constructivism are the principles of constructive 
alignment. Constructive alignment (Biggs, 1996, 2003) exists when there is consistency of 
relationships (alignment) between the three elements of learning objectives, teaching and learning 
activities, and assessment, in order to achieve desired learning outcomes.  
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In applying educational theory to the need for change in accounting education, Sharma‟s 
studies (1997, 1998) revealed relationships between students' approaches to learning and the 
import and impact of the learning-teaching context on these learning approaches. He found that 
accounting students' learning conceptions and approaches provided a potential explanation as to 
why students‟ analytical and critical conceptual skills were inadequate. The work demonstrated 
the links between constructivist notions of learning and teaching and the encouragement of deep 
approaches to learning by students, as contrasted with surface approaches to learning which may 
often be the outcome of learning contexts and activities which are passive, uncritical, and focus 
on formulaic solutions to problems and rote learning (see Entwistle, 1988; Biggs, 2003; 
Ramsden, 2003).  
By rethinking the curriculum and teaching and learning techniques there is also the 
opportunity to address students‟ negative perceptions of accounting and the profession (see for 
example, Friedlan, 1995; Caldwell et al., 1996; Crumbley et al., 1998; Buckmaster and Craig, 
2000), as well as employers‟ concerns about deficiencies in the skills set of accounting graduates 
(Sharma, 1997, 1998). The professional accounting bodies in Australia strongly advocate that the 
„accounting program should be aimed at enhancing the technical, intellectual and personal 
capacities of graduates, rather than being confined to transferring a given body of technical 
knowledge‟ (CPAA and ICAA, 2008, p. 3). These bodies promote teaching approaches that 
encourage „active involvement‟ in critical thinking and problem-solving activities as opposed to 
„passive acceptance of formal procedures or the memorisation in detail of regulations, statutes or 
standards‟ (CPAA and ICAA, 2008, p. 5).  
Concern has also been expressed about deficiencies in the generic and core competencies 
of accounting graduates (Sharma, 1997, 1998; Lovell, 1992; Cho, 1999; Mohamed and Lashine, 
2003; English et al., 2004; Lucas and Mladenovic, 2004), warranting teaching approaches which 
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focus on the development of students‟ generic skills and not just on content mastery through 
repetition and rote learning activities (Adler and Milne, 1997b; Boyce et al., 2001; Kern, 2002). 
To this end, competency standards have been developed which address the skills necessary for 
students to receive a well-rounded accounting education regardless of their choice of career path 
(Foster and Bolt-Lee, 2002). Such standards include the Competency Standards and Assessment 
Structures for Professional Accountants in Australia and New Zealand (Birkett, 1997; see also 
Birkett, 1993, 2003) which are integrated into the Australian Professional Accreditation 
Guidelines for Higher Education Programs (CPAA and ICAA, 2008), specifying a range of 
generic skills for the core curriculum of the accounting degree, with similar standards applying in 
other nations and internationally (see AICPA, 1998; IFAC, 2003).  
Opportunities for developing accounting students‟ generic skills are closely related to 
curriculum design and learning activities. Traditional curricula and teaching that centre on 
technical topics and place emphasis on direct instructional approaches and the memorisation of 
transaction recording procedures may discourage students from developing key competencies in 
critical thinking, problem-solving, abstraction, reflection and communication (see Saudagaran, 
1996; Howieson, 2003; Springer and Borthick, 2004, 2007; Kealey et al., 2005). By way of 
contrast, content which focuses on the decision-usefulness role of accounting, and teaching and 
learning strategies that provide learners with active, authentic activities to construct their own 
knowledge and understandings, provide more potential for building and demonstrating the 
generic skills required for modern accounting practice. 
 
Specific concerns about introductory accounting 
Courses that are accredited by the Australian professional accounting bodies normally 
have a core introductory accounting subject or subjects (CPAA and ICAA, 2008), although a 
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significant proportion of students enrolled in these subjects are often non-accounting majors since 
the introductory accounting subject is a mandatory component of many Australian business 
degrees (for example, see de Lange et al., 2003; Breakey and Craig-Smith, 2007). This student 
profile leads to additional debate concerning the appropriateness of focusing on the technical 
aspects of accounting rather than on the usefulness of accounting information to assist decision-
making. 
In the United States the AECC (1992) suggested a restructuring of content such that the 
first subject in accounting should offer a broad introduction to the discipline, taught from the 
user‟s perspective instead of the preparer‟s perspective. Many believe this revised approach 
provides students with a greater understanding of accounting concepts (Baldwin and Ingram, 
1991; Bernardi and Bean, 1999; Springer and Borthick, 2007) and of accounting information 
(Pincus, 1997a, b; Diller-Haas, 2004). Further, with the proliferation of computers, the 
appropriateness of teaching manual bookkeeping has been challenged (Doost, 1999; Albrecht and 
Sack, 2000). Ingram (1998, p. 414) argued that:  
 
Focusing on bookkeeping in an introductory accounting [subject] is much like focusing on how to 
construct a telescope in an introductory astronomy course … [It] still may have some practical value 
to some students, but it misses the more profound purposes for understanding the subject. 
 
Also at issue is that many students equate accounting with bookkeeping and see accounting as a 
boring, unexciting, number crunching activity (Friedlan, 1995; Marriott and Marriott, 2003). 
Buckmaster and Craig (2000, p. 375) commented that perceptions such as „accounting is dull in 
content and unadventurous in mode‟ can discourage students from developing interests in 
accounting. A study by Mladenovic (2000) confirms that negative perceptions of accounting were 
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common among introductory accounting students and several other studies reinforce the point 
that the learning experience in the introductory subject has a profound impact on influencing 
students‟ perceptions of the profession (Inman et al., 1989; Fisher and Murphy, 1995; Friedlan, 
1995; Saudagaran, 1996; Chen et al., 2008). Research also suggests that first year accounting 
students who perceive that memorisation is the primary consideration in learning accounting have 
poorer performance levels (Jackling and Wigg, 1997). The AECC (1992, p. 1) stated that the first 
subject in accounting „shapes potential accounting majors‟ perceptions of (1) the profession, (2) 
the aptitudes and skills needed for successful careers in accounting, and (3) the nature of career 
opportunities in accounting‟, and studies by Adams et al. (1994) and Cohen and Hanno (1993) 
also provide empirical support for the importance of delivering a positive experience for students 
in the first accounting subject. 
In light of these concerns about accounting education, we conducted a benchmarking 
study to assess and compare introductory accounting subjects across universities in Australia and 
to make recommendations about pedagogical improvement. The benchmarks established rely on 
the nature of calls for accounting education, as well as on underlying constructivist learning 
theory and constructive alignment, providing an appropriate framework for benchmarking 
curriculum which has been widely applied in course development and course review across 
various disciplines, including the accounting discipline (see Mladenovic, 2000; Houghton, 2004; 
Lucas and Mladenovic, 2004; Norton, 2004; CPAA and ICAA, 2005, p. 13; CPAA and ICAA, 
2008, p. 2).  
The following benchmarks (Table 1), derived from both the educational theory literature 
and the accounting education literature, were applied to the data collected in our research study. 
The benchmarks provided in the table are contrasted with some of the features (and criticisms) of 
more traditional approaches to accounting education. 
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Table 1. Benchmarks for introductory accounting education  
Curriculum dimension Benchmark criteria Traditional emphases 
 Subject orientation  User perspective   Preparer perspective 
 Subject learning 
objectives and content 
 Conceptual, decision-usefulness 
objectives and topics 
 Generic skills development  
 Technical and procedural objectives 
and topics 
 Content mastery 
 Teaching and learning 
strategies 
 Educator as mediator/facilitator  
 Student-centered learning  
 Active learning and small group, 
collaborative and authentic learning  
 Educator as instructor 
 Curriculum-centered learning 
 Passive, large group learning 
 Assessment  Innovative assessment tasks 
stimulating learning and 
understanding 
 Conventional assessment tasks 
focused on rote learning and 
memorisation 
 Constructive alignment   Alignment of learning objectives, 
learning activities, and assessment 
  
 Inattention to alignment of learning 
objectives, learning activities, and 
assessment 
 
3. Research method 
Several methods were employed in collecting and analysing data structured around the 
key themes of the investigation. All 38 Australian higher education institutions that offered an 
accredited accounting degree recognised by the Commonwealth Department of Education, 
Science and Training (see DEST, 2002b) were targeted in the study. The primary unit of analysis 
was an introductory accounting subject of an individual university, although clusters of 
universities by location (regional/metropolitan) and type („new‟/„old‟ universities) were also 
analysed to identify any significantly different patterns in curricula.  
 
Data collection rationale 
Data collection involved two rounds of document review (analysis of subject outlines and 
prescribed textbooks), together with a survey questionnaire administered to teaching coordinators 
of the introductory subject. While it is recognised that these data collection methods do not 
necessarily provide a definitive picture of actual course coverage and the teaching and learning 
strategies adopted in class, forms of evidence such as course documentation are a major means 
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for providing information to stakeholders about what is taught and how it is taught. „The option 
of „just teaching‟ has been overtaken by the demands that all performance be accountable in 
terms of quality and that particular systems and forms of documentation be engaged‟ 
(McWilliam, 2005, p. 118). The student cohort rely not only on materials presented in classes for 
determining priorities in studying a subject, but are also directed by print or online resources, 
such as subject outlines, prescribed texts and assessment items. In terms of the latter, Gibbs and 
Simpson (2005, p. 3) note that „assessment has an overwhelming influence on what, how and 
how much students study‟ (see also English et al., 2004, p. 476).  
Beyond the student context, universities and educators have an increasing range of 
reporting and accountability obligations to external stakeholders. Academic audits and quality 
assessments are specific examples where „teachers are being required to document how their 
courses and programs support the development of … skills and attributes‟ (Bath et al., 2004, p. 
313; see also Henkle, 1997; Barrie, 2006). The Australian Graduate Qualities Framework (see 
DEST, 2002a) „is closely aligned with the Professional requirements of the Australian accounting 
professional bodies and the generic skills of the Australian Council for Educational Research‟ 
(Medlin et al., 2003). As part of the accreditation process the Australian professional accounting 
bodies require outlines for subjects in the core curriculum which detail aims and objectives, 
content, how generic skills are developed, weekly topics, hours of instruction, texts and readings, 
and assessment methods (CPAA and ICAA, 2008, p.27). Thus, the collection and analysis of 
documentary and survey data, as undertaken in our research study, provides one means for 
examining the explicit degree of student-centered learning and constructive alignment within 
subjects, consistent with both recommendations for accounting education change and the 
requirements for course accreditation.  
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Data collection procedures  
The initial round of data collection involved the retrieval of introductory accounting 
subject outlines customarily provided to enrolled students, and as previously applied in 
accounting curriculum research in Australia (see Hogan, 2002; Mathews, 2004). Two steps were 
taken to obtain subject outlines. First, searches of the websites of all 38 universities were 
conducted, with only one relevant subject outline available for download. The second step 
involved emailing a network of the authors‟ accounting academic contacts at all 38 universities, 
producing subject outlines from a further 11 universities. While the subject outline set reviewed 
represents only 31.5% of universities, the outlines were forthcoming from a range of universities 
across five of the eight Australian states and territories and comprising a 50/50 split between both 
„old‟ and „new‟ universities and regional and metropolitan universities, providing some 
assurances as to the representativeness of the sample given the characteristics of the population of 
Australian universities. 
Information from this round of data collection was supplemented by a review and 
evaluation of the common, principal textbooks prescribed in introductory accounting subjects. 
The textbooks were identified on the basis of the initial review of subject outlines and on 
textbook adoption reports provided by four major publishers of texts in the discipline (Pearson, 
Wiley, Thomson, and McGraw-Hill), with nine such books obtained for review. The textbook 
adoption reports provided information on adopting institutions and on the subjects (subject codes 
and titles) for which the texts were prescribed. 
For the final stage of the research, a survey instrument was developed, strongly focused 
on the key benchmarking themes and informed by the prior steps in the research design. The 
survey included 30 questions eliciting responses covering demographic details and information 
on subject content, educational objectives and strategies, and assessment. Most questions 
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required numerical or scaled responses. The section on objectives and strategies covered a variety 
of pedagogical issues expressed in the form of ten statements. These statements were based on 
Tyler‟s (1949) fundamental curriculum and instruction questions and Bloom‟s taxonomy of 
educational objectives (Bloom et al., 1956), adapted to suit the context of introductory 
accounting subjects and requiring responses on a five-point Likert scale.  
Two rounds of pilot testing of the survey were carried out, targeting the introductory 
accounting subject coordinators on the three campuses of the second author‟s university. The 
pilots were conducted with the intention of improving the clarity and sequencing of questions and 
the appropriateness of scales. A hard copy of the survey questionnaire, as well as the URL for an 
online version, was then posted to the introductory accounting subject coordinator
2
 in each of the 
38 Australian universities. One round of follow-up was instituted to improve response rates. In 
terms of the overall research design, while data were triangulated across subject outlines, 
textbook adoption reports, analysis of textbooks, and the survey, the standard limitations are 
relevant in respect to the one-shot, cross-sectional survey questionnaire. 
 
Data analysis 
A range of techniques were used to analyse the data according to the benchmarking 
criteria identified in the conclusion to section 2 of this paper. We used pattern-matching 
techniques for examining qualitative data in respect to the analysis of topics presented in subject 
outlines and in textbooks, and in categorising responses to open-ended questions in the survey 
questionnaire. For quantitative data, we computed basic descriptive statistics, analysed aspects of 
the data using Kendall tau correlations to assess the strength of relationships and concord 
between sets of ordinal rankings related to preparer-user perspectives of subject orientation, and 
conducted Mann-Whitney U tests to investigate the existence of significant differences in 
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introductory accounting subjects between „old‟ and „new‟ universities, and regional and 
metropolitan universities. We used these categorical groupings of institutions consistent with the 
arguments presented in the Crossroads review of Australian higher education (DEST, 2002b),
3
 
which had the effect of dichomotising the sector into the longer established and traditional 
research („old‟) universities and the newer teaching universities which evolved from colleges and 
institutes in the late 1980s (see Dawkins, 1987, 1988). The Crossroads  review also resulted in 
differential funding formulae for regional universities compared to their metropolitan 
counterparts.  
A total of 21 of the 38 universities surveyed completed the questionnaire. Based on their 
incidence in the underlying population, there was an almost even response rate of 53% and 55%, 
respectively, from metropolitan universities (n=12,) and regional universities (n=9), and a mix of 
institutional types (Table 2) according to the classifications used by DEST (2002b). 
 
Table 2. Responding institutions by type 
 
Institutional type 
No. universities 
of type 
Responses 
received 
Respondents as a percentage 
of the population 
‘Old’ universities 
   Established prior to 1987 
 
19 
 
12 
 
63% 
‘New’ universities 
   Established after 1987 
 
19 
 
8 
 
42% 
Unspecified  1 5% 
Total 38 21 55% 
 
Since the overall response rate was only 55% (Table 2), a non-response bias test was conducted. 
Responses to key questions by on-time (n=13) and late respondents (n=8) were statistically 
analysed using the Oppenheim (1966) method, with results indicating an absence of significant 
non-response bias. 
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4. Results 
In presenting the results of the document review of introductory accounting subject 
outlines and prescribed textbooks, and analysis of responses to the survey questionnaire 
administered to educators, the benchmarks developed and articulated in section 2 of the paper are 
applied in the thematic analysis presented in the current section. 
 
Subject orientation 
A key benchmark concerns the orientation of the introductory accounting subject in terms of a 
user (decision-usefulness) focus or technical (debit/credit) emphasis. Question 7 of the survey 
instrument asked respondents to rate the topic content of their institution‟s first accounting 
subject on a spectrum from 100% technical preparer‟s perspective (rating=1) to 100% user‟s 
perspective (rating=5). Ratings ranged from 1 to 5, with the mean, median and mode rating 
approximately 3, suggesting that the subject generally presents a balance between perspectives. 
However, 25% of respondents viewed their subject as being more technically oriented, while 
43% rated their subject at 4 or above on the scale. To further investigate subject orientation, 
Question 20 of the survey provided a list of statements (Table 3), which were concentrated on the 
educational objective/s of introductory accounting subjects taught by respondents (anchored on a 
scale from 1 = Strongly Agree, to 5 = Strongly Disagree).  
 
Table 3. Educational objectives 
Question No. and statement Range Median Mode Mean 
Q20a. The overall objective is about the transferal of technical knowledge to 
train the student in gathering financial data for the preparation of financial 
reports  
 
 
2 - 5 
 
 
4 
 
 
4 
 
 
3.38 
Q20b. The objective is to develop students’ comprehension of basic 
accounting knowledge 
 
1 - 4 
 
2 
 
2 
 
1.86 
Q20c. The objective is to enable students to apply accounting knowledge in 
their everyday life 
 
1 - 4 
 
2 
 
2 
 
2.05 
Q20d. The objective is to broaden students’ interests in accounting 1 - 3 2 2 2.00 
   19 
Q20e. The objective is to enable students to evaluate and judge the value of 
accounting information for business decision-making 
 
1 - 3 
 
2 
 
1 
 
1.71 
Q20f. There is an emphasis on procedures, terms and principles of 
accounting 
 
1 - 5 
 
3 
 
2 
 
2.86 
Q20g. The focus is on the conceptual significance of accounting 1 - 4 2 2 2.19 
 
Statements Q.20a, Q.20b, and Q.20f reflect educational objectives which emphasise an 
underlying technical approach to accounting, while statements Q.20c, Q.20d, Q.20e and Q.20g 
reflect an emphasis on objectives connected with a decision-usefulness perspective. Calculations 
of Kendall tau rank correlation coefficients were used to assess pairs of responses to the 
statements appearing in Table 3. Consistent with the educational emphasis underlying these 
statements, there was a significant positive correlation in responses to Q.20a and Q.20b ( = 
0.524, p=0.008), and Q.20a and Q.20f ( = 0.636, p=0.0008), with both sets representing more 
technically oriented objectives. Responses to Q.20c and Q.20d, which emphasise a more user 
oriented approach, were also significantly positively correlated ( = 0.477, p=0.021). Consistent 
with these results, statistically significant negative correlations were found for Q.20a and Q.20e 
( = -0.479, p=0.017), and Q.20e and Q.20f ( = -0.524, p=0.004), revealing distinctions between 
preparer versus user foci in subject objectives. Results were then triangulated with respondents‟ 
ratings of their introductory accounting subject on the 1 to 5 preparer-user continuum (Q.7 of the 
survey). While there were significant correlations between responses to Q.7 and Q.20a ( = 0.566, 
p=0.002), and Q.7 and Q.20f ( = 0.618, p=0.001), with both paired sets reflecting a more 
technical emphasis, the lack of concordance between respondents‟ overall views on the 
orientation of the introductory accounting subjects they teach (Q.7) and particular objectives and 
features of those subjects (Q.20b, Q.20c, Q.20d, Q.20e and Q.20g) is noticeable. Responses, 
particularly to Q.20e and Q.20g, also seem to be at odds with other data we collected, such as our 
review of prescribed textbooks, as well as the analysis of learning objectives and topics appearing 
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in subject outlines, all of which revealed a considerably greater technical emphasis than is 
indicated by the responses and by the descriptive statistics appearing in Table 3. 
 
Subject content and learning objectives 
The benchmarks established for examining subject content and learning objectives (see 
Table 1) reflected the need to emphasise accounting concepts and the decision-usefulness of 
accounting information, rather than the technical and procedural aspects of the discipline, and to 
encourage the development of generic skills and not merely the mastery of subject content. To 
gain an understanding of subject content, and deeper insight into subject orientation, we assessed 
whether the content of prescribed textbooks aligned with respondents‟ ratings for subject 
orientation. Review of the 12 introductory accounting subject outlines, together with data from 
publishers‟ textbook adoption lists and responses to the survey questionnaire, resulted in the 
identification of nine commonly prescribed and readily available textbooks. We focused our 
analysis of textbooks on the topics and sub-topics listed in the table of contents of each book and 
utilised an adaptation of the classification schema Sullivan and Benke (1997) employed in their 
analysis of accounting textbooks. The chief categorisations we applied were: „conventional‟, 
representing texts focusing on debits and credits; „moderately conventional‟, including those 
featuring debits and credits but with somewhat less overall technical emphasis; „revolutionary‟, 
which were non-debit/credit based and adopted a user‟s perspective; and „transitional‟ and 
„moderately revolutionary‟ for those near the mid-point on the scale. Table 4 presents the 
classification and adoption rates of the relevant textbooks. For the most popularly prescribed 
book, five of the six survey respondents who adopted Kimmel et al. (a conventional text with an 
intense focus on technical topics) rated their subject as either 1, 2 or 3 in terms on the technical-
user continuum (Q.7). Similarly, of the eight institutions adopting transitional, moderately 
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revolutionary and revolutionary texts, all rated their subject between 3 and 5 on the technical-user 
subject orientation scale (see Table 4).  
 
Table 4. Categorisation and adoption rates of textbooks 
 
Author/s 
 
No. 
chapters 
 
Coverage of 
debits & credits 
 
Coverage of 
accounting equation 
No. (%) 
technical 
topics 
Textbook 
classification 
Adoption 
rate  
(n = 21) 
Atrill et al. 13 Only in appendix Yes, in Appendix 3 (23%) Transitional 23.81% 
 
Bazley et 
al. 
 
 
21 
Briefed in the 
topic on 
worksheets 
 
 
No 
 
 
1 (5%) 
 
 
Revolutionary 4.76% 
 
 
Birt et al. 
 
 
13 
Briefed in the 
topic on business 
transactions 
 
Yes, with accounting 
worksheets 
 
 
1 (8%) 
 
Moderately 
Revolutionary 9.53% 
Hoggett  
et al. 
 
25 
 
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
12 (48%) 
 
Conventional 4.76% 
Horngren  
et al. 
 
24 
 
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
15 (63%) 
 
Conventional 9.53% 
Jackling  
et al.  
 
23 
 
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
4 (17%) 
Moderately 
Conventional 4.76% 
Juchau  
et al. 
 
20 
 
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
6 (30%) 
Moderately 
Conventional 4.76% 
Kimmel  
et al. 
 
17 
 
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
10 (59%) 
 
Conventional 28.57% 
Peirson and 
Ramsay 
 
22 
 
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
13 (59%) 
 
Conventional 4.76% 
Other      4.76% 
 
In reference to subject content, while there was a diverse range of technical topics covered 
in the textbooks, a number of topics were commonly presented in all books, including areas of 
management accounting, such as CVP analysis and budgeting. Areas of increasing significance in 
accounting practice, such as ethics and corporate governance, were mentioned along with other 
business issues in textbooks classified as conventional, although these areas were presented as a 
stand-alone topic or topics in the more revolutionary categories of texts. Sixty-percent of the 
textbooks fell into the conventional categories, placing relatively more emphasis on the technical 
aspects of accounting.  
Analysis of learning objectives presented in the 12 subject outlines provided further 
insights into subject content and orientation. A wide variety of objectives were listed in the 
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outlines and the number of objectives ranged from as few as two to as many as 14, with a mean 
of eight (approx.). Several common themes were identified, as reported in Table 5. 
 
Table 5. Learning objectives disclosed in subject outlines 
Learning objectives 
 
Percentage of subject 
outlines (n=12) 
Prepare financial statements #
 
92% 
Interpret financial statements *
 
75% 
Understand the role of accounting * 67% 
Record transactions # 50% 
Identify accounting information users * 42% 
Understand the principles of financial reporting * 33% 
Make ethical judgments in business * 33% 
Apply double-entry accounting # 25% 
Use the accounting equation # 25% 
Identify internal control issues * 25% 
Identify various business structures * 25% 
Understand and design a simple accounting information system # 25% 
Communicate accounting information * 25% 
Develop spreadsheet skills * 25% 
# indicates more technically oriented learning objectives 
* indicates more conceptually oriented learning objectives 
Even though 92% of the outlines listed “prepare financial statements” as a learning 
objective, overall there were more learning objectives emphasising the conceptual significance 
and decision-usefulness aspects of accounting information (marked * in Table 5) than those 
stressing the technical preparer‟s perspective (marked # in Table 5).  
An average of 12 topics appeared in the subject outlines reviewed and a summary of the 
most common topics appears in Table 6. Contrasting with the results of the analysis of learning 
objectives (Table 5) and lecturers‟ responses to the questionnaire, Table 6 illustrates that there 
was considerable emphasis on technical topics, suggesting that a preparer‟s perspective seems to 
be the more prevalent. This result corresponds with the analysis of principal prescribed textbooks 
(Table 4) and provides some evidence of a possible misalignment between learning objectives 
and subject content. 
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Table 6. Topic analysis (per subject outlines) 
 
Topic name/nature 
Percentage of universities 
(n = 12) 
Accounting process of recording business transactions  92% 
Role of accounting and the business environment  75% 
Financial statement analysis  67% 
Internal control and bank reconciliation  67% 
Accounting information systems and sub-systems  67% 
Retailing operations and inventory  58% 
Cash flow statements  42% 
Management accounting, costing and CVP analysis  42% 
Accounts and bills receivable 42% 
Non-current assets 33% 
Capital budgeting 25% 
Accounting assumptions, principles and qualitative characteristics 25% 
 
Teaching and learning strategies 
The yardsticks set in our benchmarking exercise for teaching and learning strategies in the 
introductory accounting subject included: the constructivist views of the educator as mediator and 
facilitator rather than as instructor; a student-centered as opposed to curriculum centered learning 
focus; and active, small group, collaborative and authentic learning as against large group, 
passive, transmissive approaches to teaching and learning. 
Contrary to our benchmarks, the teaching delivery methods disclosed in subject outlines 
were largely conventional, with all institutions adopting a combination of lectures and tutorials; 
the clear majority favouring three hours of class contact per week. Results from analysis of the 
survey provided confirmatory data, revealing that the weekly pattern of two one-hour lectures 
plus a one-hour tutorial was the most common. Class sizes suggest that opportunities for small 
group learning were limited. The survey disclosed that the total number of students in the 
introductory accounting subject ranged from 180 to 1,800, with a mean of 650. Students per 
lecture varied from 65 to 500 (mean=285), and from 16 to 50 (mean=21) for tutorials. 
Workshops
4
 were conducted by slightly less than 30% of institutions surveyed, with class sizes 
for this activity ranging from 20 to 150 students (mean=57.5).  
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In terms of technology, the survey responses showed that delivery of most subjects was 
supported by online media, with Blackboard the most dominant platform (used by 38% of 
respondents), followed by WebCT (30%). In 20% of institutions the subject was supported by 
other online learning resources, including textbook websites and internally designed subject 
websites, with fewer than 15% of respondent universities not making use of online environments. 
Nevertheless, it is the nature and use made (rather than the mere existence) of online facilities, 
together with an appropriately oriented subject, that is of importance in securing quality 
educational outcomes.  
Two statements included in question 20 of the survey (see Table 7) revealed a high level 
of agreement among respondents regarding the promotion of active student participation in the 
learning process. However, encouragement of students to work in teams (i.e. collaborative 
learning) was not favourably rated by respondents, with more than 40% either disagreeing or 
strongly disagreeing with the statement.  
 
Table 7. Educational strategies 
Question No. and statement Range Median Mode Mean 
Q20h. A range of innovative teaching and learning strategies are used to 
encourage students to apply accounting concepts to real-life situations 
 
1-4 
 
2 
 
3 
 
2.43 
Q20i. The instructional method encourages students to be active participants 
in the learning process 
 
1-4 
 
2 
 
3 
 
2.14 
Q20j. The teaching encourages students to work in teams 1-5 3 4 3.05 
 
In respect to Q.20h (Table 7), a Mann-Whitney U Test revealed a statistically significant 
difference (p=0.0227, two-tailed) in responses, such that educators in metropolitan universities 
(group mean=2.00) were more likely to use innovations to relate learning to real-life, authentic 
situations than were educators in regional universities (group mean=3.00). The reasons for this 
difference are unclear, although resourcing disparities between institutional groupings may be a 
potential explanation.  
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Responses to two open-ended questions in the survey (Q.21 and Q.22) also concerned the use 
of innovative teaching and active learning strategies, and very similar responses were received to 
both questions. An illustrative selection of responses includes: use of computer-assisted 
learning/web-based learning, such as subject chat room, online resources, and online quizzes; 
competition in group share market games; peer mentoring in class; real world research projects 
and case studies, including ethical cases; team teaching, video teaching and guest lecturers; and 
student group presentations. 
However, given the predominance of conventional lectures, the prospects appear limited 
for educators to assume the role of learning mediator and facilitator, and for active, student-
centered learning as opposed to passive, transmissive, curriculum-centered learning. While a 
range of teaching and learning innovations have been implemented, the prevailing technical 
orientation of subjects may also function to restrict the effectiveness of constructivist teaching 
and learning strategies. 
 
Assessment 
 The benchmarks set for assessment relate to innovative approaches to stimulate learning 
and understanding, in contrast to activities which call for rote learning and memorisation. Our 
results concerning assessment practices accord with the findings for subject orientation and 
content, such that the relatively common technical orientation of introductory accounting subjects 
(and textbooks) appears to produce a commensurate emphasis on conventional forms of 
assessment. The review of subject outlines showed the weighting of the final examination as an 
element of assessment ranged from 40% to 70%, with 60% weighting the mean, mode and 
median for the sample. The survey data validated this result, with the final exam weighting in 
62% of the 21 universities falling in the range of 41-60% of total assessment, while the remaining 
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respondents indicated that the final examination accounted for 61-80% of assessment value. 
Analysis of subject outlines and survey responses also evidenced that in addition to the formal 
final examination, most universities (more than 75% of those surveyed) also used within-
semester examinations and tests as assessment components.  
Table 8 provides a summary of the characteristics and weighting of several assessment 
items (other than final examinations) as reported by surveyed institutions. Percentages shown in 
the left-hand column indicate the total assessment weighting afforded to particular items. 
 
Table 8. Components of assessment 
Assessment Item No. (%) respondents Assessment item No. (%) respondents 
Assignments:   Assignments:  
0-10% 5 (24%) Individual 5 (24%) 
11-20% 5 (24%) Group 5 (24%) 
21-30% 3 (14%) Both individual and group 1 (5%) 
31-40% 1 (5%) No response 3 (14%) 
None 7 (33%) None 7 (33%) 
Total 21 (100%) Total 21 (100%) 
    
Tests:   Tests:  
0-10% 4 (19%) Invigilated 8 (38%) 
11-20% 8 (38%) Online 2 (10%) 
21-30% 2 (10%) Invigilated and online 1 (5%) 
31-40% 1 (5%) No response 5 (24%) 
> 41% 1 (5%) None 5 (24%) 
None 5 (24%) Total 21 (100%) 
Total 21 (100%)   
 
Table 8 reveals that, other than final exams, assignments and tests were the two most common 
assessment items. In addition to the data presented in the table, a number of other learning 
activities were featured, including assessable tutorial work in seven of the 21 universities 
surveyed, accounting practice sets in three universities, group presentations in three universities, 
a group project in one university, and a generic skills assignment in another university. This data 
illustrates the limited use made of assessable tutorial participation, oral presentations, and group-
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based work, all of which would provide for not only the assessment of subject content mastery, 
but also of the development and assessment of particular generic skills in communication, 
leadership, and teamwork. These results are supported by findings from the review of subject 
outlines. Few subject outlines made specific mention of developing students‟ generic skills 
(exceptions being communication and spreadsheet skills – see Table 5). While learning objectives 
specifying such skills were listed in these few outlines, in most cases the objectives were not 
accompanied by an associated assessment item specifically targeting the application of these 
skills. On the other hand, for subjects that did not mention generic skills in the learning 
objectives, there were often assessment items that specifically mentioned the need to apply a 
generic skill or skills. In utilising the constructive alignment framework for benchmarking 
curriculum, this result provides some evidence of a potential misalignment between learning 
objectives and assessment or, at the very least, poorly constructed subject outlines, and gives the 
impression that the development of generic skills was not seen as a priority in terms of either 
learning objectives or assessable activities. 
 The forms and types of activities dominating the assessment regime may reflect the 
pragmatics, including resourcing issues, of teaching large numbers of students. Further, the 
results echo Shepard‟s (2000) contention that, in educational contexts in general, assessment 
continues to be heavily reliant on examinations and testing, often as a result of regulatory or 
accreditation requirements, despite increasing acknowledgment of the benefits of constructivist 
approaches to teaching and learning.  
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5. Implications and directions 
Our analysis reveals numerous deficiencies in introductory accounting curricula, as well 
as perplexing contrasts between how lecturers view their courses, the learning objectives and 
topics they explicitly disclosed in subject outlines, and the characteristics of the textbooks they 
prescribed. Table 9 functions to draw together the different threads of this analysis, comparing 
the results of our study with the benchmarking criteria we set based on the accounting education 
change literature and constructivist learning theory. 
 
Table 9. Benchmarking results 
Curriculum 
dimension 
Benchmark criteria Data 
source 
Benchmark results 
Subject orientation User perspective (rather than 
preparer perspective)  
Survey  25% of subjects perceived as technically 
oriented; 43% as conceptually oriented 
Subject learning 
objectives and 
content 
Conceptual, decision-
usefulness objectives and 
topics (rather than technical 
and procedural objectives and 
topics) 
Subject 
outlines 
Balance of technical and conceptual learning 
objectives, but considerable emphasis on 
technical topics; little formal recognition in 
learning objectives and subject content of 
ethical issues or of social, political and cultural 
perspectives  
  Prescribed 
textbooks 
Percentage of technical content 5% to 63%, 
with a mean of 35%; some coverage of ethical 
issues; limited coverage of social, political and 
cultural perspectives  
  Prescribed 
textbooks 
& survey  
60% of textbooks conventional (technical) and 
adopted by 57% of universities; 30% of 
textbooks transitional or revolutionary and 
adopted by 38% of institutions  
 Generic skills development 
(rather than merely content 
mastery) 
Subject 
outlines 
Limited learning objectives and learning 
activities related to generic skills; limited 
explicit assessment of generic skills 
Teaching and 
learning strategies 
Educator as mediator/facilitator 
(rather than instructor) 
Student-centered learning  
(rather than curriculum centred 
learning) 
Active learning and small 
group, collaborative and 
authentic learning (rather than 
passive, large group learning)  
Subject 
outlines & 
survey 
Predominance of large group teaching and 
existence of large class sizes; limited use of 
workshops and small group teaching and 
learning activities 
  Survey Online resources and e-learning facilities used 
in 85% of universities 
  Survey  Active, authentic learning perceived to be part 
of teaching and learning strategies 
  Survey Collaborative learning and teamwork limited 
Assessment Innovative assessment tasks 
stimulating learning and 
understanding (rather than 
conventional assessment tasks 
Subject 
outlines & 
survey 
Heavily weighted final and within-session 
examinations; final examination weighting 40-
80% of assessment; within-session tests used 
in 75% of universities; very limited application 
   29 
focused on rote learning and 
memorisation)  
of assessable tutorial participation, 
presentations, or group work  
Constructive 
alignment  
Alignment of learning 
objectives, learning activities, 
and assessment  
Subject 
outlines 
Poor alignment of learning objectives, content 
and assessment activities in relation to 
generic skills and in relation to accounting 
ethics; poor alignment of learning objectives 
with subject content generally 
 
The overall results (Table 9) indicate considerable shortfalls in meeting the benchmarks 
and obvious potential to introduce further innovations in the content, delivery and assessment of 
introductory accounting subjects. Consistent with the primary aim of the study, the results 
provide both benchmark and performance results against which accounting educators can 
compare, map and redevelop their curricula, reflect on their teaching practices, and improve 
pedagogy in the introductory accounting subjects they teach.   
In our investigation of the content of introductory accounting subjects, a particular focus 
was on whether a user‟s or preparer‟s approach was adopted. The proportion of textbooks 
classified as conventional, and the relatively high percentage of technical topics presented in 
subject outlines, indicates that the first accounting subject generally remains traditional in 
content, with a significant concentration on debits and credits, transaction analysis, and 
recording. Analysis of the survey data showed that on average more than 50% of the student 
cohort in the introductory accounting subject comprised non-accounting majors, and yet subject 
orientation and content continue to reflect a procedural bookkeeping and compliance-driven bias 
which is largely unsuited to meeting the needs of accounting majors, much less non-accounting 
majors. One implication of the prevalence of this technical perspective is that it may better match 
the learning styles of students who are more comfortable with numerical exercises and who learn 
through repetition and memorisation, although such students are perhaps not best suited to the 
current demands of professional accounting practice. Conversely, the agenda for change in 
accounting education, including the need to improve students‟ generic skills, is more closely 
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aligned with the decision-usefulness approach (see AECC, 1992; Bernardi and Bean, 1999; 
Diller-Haas, 2005; Springer and Borthick, 2007) and with the demands of modern, professional 
accounting practice (see Adler, 1999; CPAA and ICAA, 2008). There is limited evidence of 
response to calls (see Ravenscroft and Williams, 2004, 2005; Diamond, 2005; Parker, 2005) to 
include ethical issues, broader stakeholder concerns, or the economic, social and political 
implications of accounting in the introductory subject. Ethical issues were explicitly considered 
in an apparent minority of subjects and did not feature in the learning objectives or topics 
disclosed in any of the subject outlines we analysed, nor were these issues foregrounded in the 
majority of textbooks we reviewed.  
Teaching delivery followed a traditional lecture and tutorial format, which tends to 
emphasise the role of the educator as instructor, rather than as a facilitator or mediator of 
learning. Although some attempts were made to introduce innovations in delivery, with a 
commonly cited example being e-learning and online resources, at issue here is that the utilisation 
of information technology for teaching and learning does not necessarily address priorities for 
change in accounting education. Regardless of delivery method, it is the evolving and expanding 
nature of accounting work, professional demands, and the characteristics of the modern business 
world that must be recognised in the introductory subject, and thus online learning that is 
unaccompanied by opportunities for generic skills development and appreciation of the broader 
user perspective is unlikely to effect the requisite pedagogical transformation. The manner in 
which the facilities of online environments are utilised in introductory accounting education is a 
further determinant of the effectiveness of the innovation. The survey results suggest that 
technological innovations are often just that – providing online resources and offering online 
testing does not change the underlying and fundamentally conventional content and teaching and 
learning strategies of the subject.  
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Overall there was little formal evidence of consideration given to generic skills 
development. While this finding does not mean that generic skills development does not occur, 
the importance of these skills is not made explicit in formal learning objectives, topic lists, or 
assessment activities in subject materials. Nevertheless, opportunities for gaining particular 
generic skills, such as teamwork and oral communication competencies, appeared to be meagre 
based on the limited use made of group-based assignments, presentations, and small group or 
peer learning activities.  
However, it needs to be recognised that attempts to move to innovate and to better utilise 
learner-focused strategies for teaching may be tempered by large class sizes and less than ideal 
staff/student ratios. These problems may be beyond the control of individual educators, 
attributable instead to structural and resourcing constraints imposed by government, universities, 
or the academic departments concerned. Even with such limitations, there is a range of innovative 
and emerging educational and assessment strategies that can be effectively implemented within 
the context of traditional curricula and conventional learning environments. Recent experimental 
evidence (see Springer and Borthick, 2007) indicates that in a technically focused introductory 
accounting subject, higher-order generic skills can be developed by moving away from 
intellective („one right answer‟) class tasks and assessments to cognitive conflict activities which 
simultaneously build traditional knowledge and enhance generic skills. Within passive learning 
environments, experimental research also provides support for the notion that cooperative 
learning can build generic skills (such as teamwork) and improve student performance (see 
Hwang et al., 2005).  Further, some evidence (see Dowling et al., 2003) suggests that flexible 
teaching models in accounting, combining face-to-face and electronic delivery, as opposed to 
conventional lecture/tutorial formats, can assist in mitigating the problems of teaching large 
classes, yielding benefits similar to those of smaller classes in terms of student learning 
   32 
outcomes. Clearly, additional work is warranted in universities in Australia and elsewhere, 
including qualitative research such as case studies and in-depth interviews with subject 
coordinators, to provide more detailed datasets and improved insight yield concerning the first 
accounting subject.  
While our results generally indicated little, if any, radical change in the content, delivery 
and assessment of introductory accounting subjects, differences between „old‟ (research) and 
„new „ (teaching) universities were not statistically significant. The results therefore suggest that 
„old‟ universities have not sacrificed teaching for research, and nor have „new‟ universities 
doggedly maintained an overwhelming technical focus based on their college inheritance.  
Together with the constructive alignment issues highlighted in Table 9 and discussed in 
the preceding section of the paper, there are, however, apparent discrepancies between educators‟ 
descriptions and perceptions of the introductory accounting subjects they teach (based on the 
survey data we analysed) compared to subject outlines, textbooks and assessment items. In some 
cases it may be that what happens in class is not reflected in the subject materials. However, such 
differences, whether real or only apparent, suggest that educators need to engage in careful 
mapping of the curriculum and address deficiencies in subject documentation, particularly given 
the roles this documentation can play in shaping students‟ perceptions, expectations and study 
habits and in the process of course accreditation by the professional accounting bodies. 
Our suggestions for improved constructive alignment, enhanced opportunities for students 
to develop generic competencies and to actively engage in the learning process, and the need for 
increased innovation in delivery and assessment, would not only redress the criticisms leveled at 
accounting education, but could yield various other payoffs. One implication in shifting from the 
apparently dominant traditional approaches to content, curriculum and delivery in introductory 
accounting is the opportunity to promote deep, as opposed to surface, learning approaches in 
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students. These improvements, including the reorientation of students‟ learning approaches, have 
potential to benefit all introductory accounting students, the professional bodies, and employers 
of graduates. Reshaping and enlivening the curriculum, consistent with the benchmarks 
established and applied in this paper, could encourage more students to major in accounting by 
providing a more accurate reflection of the nature of modern accounting work, having a potential 
flow-on effect in better meeting the needs of the professional bodies and the accounting 
profession, and assisting to remedy the imbalance in the demand for and supply of accountants.  
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Notes 
1
 Introductory accounting is sometimes referred to as elementary accounting or principles of accounting. It 
is the first core accounting subject in a Bachelor‟s degree program that is generally studied by both students 
majoring in accounting and other business sub-disciplines. The term „subject‟ refers to a single unit of study 
undertaken as part of an undergraduate program. Some institutions may refer to subjects as „units‟ or 
„papers‟, and in the US a subject is often synonymous with „course‟ 
2
 Surveys were mailed to the subject coordinator, where known, or to the Head of Department for 
distribution to the relevant subject coordinator. Surveys were also provided to academics attending the 
annual CPA Australia Accounting Educators‟ Forum, for distribution to the introductory accounting subject 
coordinator in their universities, as a further means for ensuring surveys reached the intended recipients. 
3
 The classification of universities as „old‟ or „new‟ was based on pre and post-1987 university 
establishment dates, in accord with DEST (2002b). Metropolitan and regional university categorisations 
were self-selected by respondents and checked against criteria concerning capital city/non-capital city 
campus locations and student catchment areas. 
4
 Workshops are similar to tutorials or seminars, although often involving somewhat larger groups of 
students, and which are focused on engaging students individually or in groups in working on problems, 
exercises and tasks to gain direct, hands-on experience. 
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